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A wood of  fear! 

This time we’re going to 

introduce to you a 

fascinating place that 

may be the setting for a 

fantasy novel. 

In the landscape of the 

Bevera Valley, a stone’s 

throw from Varese, we 

ran across in those 

fabulous woods , that 

create a surprising 

atmosphere rich in 

“magic”. 

We like to refer to them 

as “Witches’ woods” 

because the shadows 

originated from the tree 

branches and the 

particular shape of the 

trunks give the idea of 

the  t r ees  s e iz ing 

something, maybe a 

witch!! 

Those woods are mostly 

composed by black alder 

(Alnus Glutinosa) and  

white willow (Salix 

Alba), but we will focus 

on the black alder and its 

legends, for it is the most 

particular tree and it is 

also more meaningful. 

hornbeam wood  
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You can find many 

legends and myths 

regarding the black alder,  

that has been considered 

a mysterious and magic 

t r e e  f r o m  t i m e 

immemorial.  

From time to time, 

different people have 

attributed to the black 

alder various symbols 

a n d  m e a n i n g s , 

sometimes obscures and 

disturbing ones. 

For example, in ancient 

times the black alder was 

referred to as “The Evil’s 

Tree” because when you 

cut its truck its wood 

turn quickly from a 

white-yellowish color to 

a deep red one, and this 

process brings the 

impression that the trees 

is bleeding. 

Therefore, it was quite 

easy to bestow a mystic 

symbolism to it. In 

addition, the black alder 

usually grows on the 

shores of rivers or in 

swamps.  As one can 

imagine, those are damp 

and misty places, where 

the twisted shape of 

those trees could be 

confused with something 

like a ghost. 

Rivers have often be 

thought as a border line 

between the real world 

and the otherworld, and 

consequently the alder 

has been referred to as 

“ t h e  a f t e r w o r l d 

w a t c h m a n ” .  T h i s 

popular belief may have 

been strengthen by the 

fact that the alder wood 

was used to build 

bridges. In Ireland, 

probably due to the 

Celtic influence, the 

b l a c k  a l d e r  w a s 

considered an Holy Tree, 

and its pulling down was 

punished by burn of the 

culprit’s house. A 

German legend says that 

it is a diabolical tree that 

cries and bleed, allowing 

witches to revive the 

dead.  

The alder is linked to the 

witches because it was 

believed that the witches 

used the alder’s wood to 

create their broomstick.  

 

The legend says... 

Broken trunk of an alder 



We’re on the Internet! 
www.comune.varese.it 

www.plisbevera.it 

www.varesecittagiardino.it/infopoint.html 

www.lemeravigliedivarese.wordpress.com 
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In the world of magic, an 

alder branch could 

become a magic wand, 

provided that it felt from 

the tree naturally; 

otherwise, it would have 

lost all of its powers. The 

wand was used mainly to 

control the weather, 

originating storms and 

rain. 

It was also believed that 

the alder tree could be 

used to evoke spirits 

from the afterlife.  

In the Celtic Tree 

Calendar the month of 

the alder begins on 

March, 18th. 
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The Latin name of the 

alder is Alnus glutinosa, 

but the name actually 

descend from the Celtic 

“al lan”, which means 

“staying on the shores”.  

On the other hand, the 

scientific name of the 

hornbeam, Carpinus, 

derives also from the 

Celtic words “car”, that 

means “wood” and 

“pin”, that means 

“head”. The reason is 

that back in time the 

hornbeam wood was 

used to make yokes 

(device attaching animal 

to plough). 

Also interesting is the 

meaning of the name 

“willow”, in German 

“weide”: both names 

recall the word “witch”.  

Long ago the willow 

was considered evil too, 

because it was linked to 

the Moon Goddess 

(Ecate), who was impu-

re and therefore she 

banished to lower 

world, where she beca-

me the Lady of Spells. 

 

If want to know more 

“Storie e leggende degli 

alberi” by Jacques Brosse 
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Viola Palustris Buteo buteo Sambucus nigra 

Witches’ woods are 
located in the Bevera 
Valley,  a place certified 
as Parco Locale di 
Interesse Sovracomunale 
(literally: Local Park of 
over-municipal interest). 
The valley owes its name 
to the Bevera torrent that 
flows in this area. The 
valley is located among 

the towns of Arcisate, 
Cantello, Induno Olona, 
Malnate, Varese and 
Viggiù. One of the 
peculiar naturalistic traits 
of the Bevera Valley are 
its damp areas. From a 
geological perspective, in 
order to exist those kind 
of areas need the 
presence of at least two 

factors: a depression and 
a low permeability soil 
that can support a 
groundwater. In fact, 
those characteristics are 
clearly recognizable 
along the Bevera torrent. 
T h e r e f o r e  a l d e r s , 
hornbeams and willows 
are typical of this area. 

The Bevera Valley 
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 The Bevera Valley is 

indeed rich in 

biodiversity. Walking 

along the different paths 

(especially in spring) you 

will admire its wonderful 

greenery that forms the 

herb layer:  there are 

many species of 

periwinkle, anemone, 

snowdrop, primula, lily, 

ranunculus and viola. 

Also noteworthy are 

some trees and shrubs 

like the European 

hornbeam, the Downy 

Oak, the European ash,  

the English Oak, the 

wild cherry, the chestnut, 

the silver birch, the 

hazelnut and the white 

willow.  

Old World Swallowtail  - Papilio Machaon 
Frog  

You may also note some 

small invertebrate species 

like the dragonfly, but 

also mammals such as 

the European badger, the 

fox, the least weasel, the 

beech marten, the wild 

boar and the hare. Of 

course, you can find 

animals that need water 

to live. Among them, 

you can find the great 

crested newt, the toad 

and many peculiar 

species of frog (for 

example, Lataste’s Frog 

is endemic of this area). 

Grape Hyacinth  Bevera torrent 
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Black Alder is a species 
in the family Betulacee, 
native to most of 
Europe. It grows to a 
maximum height of 25 
m. Leaves are rounded 
and serrated. The 
scientific name of the 
species is due to the fact 
that when the tree is 
young the leaves are 
glutinous. The upper side 
of the leaves is glossy 
green, while the other 
one is covered by a 
yellowish layer of down. 
Black alder is 
monoecious, meaning 

that on the same tree 
there are both male and 
female catkins. The male 
ones are easily 
recognizable because 
they are cylindrical, 5-10 
cm long, usually reddish. 
Its fruits look like small 
pine cones that 
contains achenes 
(that are the 
actual fruits). 
Each achene 
contains a seed, 
and the black 
alder seed 
evolved to float 
on water, so that 

they can easily spread. 
The bark is dark grey or 
black. Being part of the 
alder species, alnus 
glutinosa trees do not 
live long (nearly 120 
years). 

The alder wood is indeed 

heavy-duty. For that 

reason it has been used 

to build disparate objects 

such as handles, clogs, 

t o y s  a n d  m u s i c 

instruments. It is durable 

under water as well, and 

in fact it was used also to 

build bridges, ships and 

s t i l t - h o u s e s . 

Monumental roman 

works like the deep 

foundations of Venice 

and Ravenna were 

completed mostly using 

black alder poles. These 

days alder wood is 

valued by furniture 

makers, and alder trees 

are planted on the shores 

of lakes and rivers to 

prevent erosion. 

Traditional uses 

Black alder (Alnus glutinosa) 

Leaves 

and fruits 

of 'black 

alder 

Alder wood  

Image from“Alberi d’Italia e d’Europa” di B.Ticli 
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The bark was used to dye 

leather and to process 

fishing nets. Black ink 

was also obtained from 

alder bark.   Being it rich 

in tannin, the alder was 

used also for therapeutic 

purposes, especially to 

treat angina, tonsillitis 

and pharyngitis. Also, it 

is believed that a hot 

bath with alder leaves is 

useful for rheumatisms 

and ulcers. In cosmetics 

alder bark decoctions 

were used for skin 

cleansing purposes. 

The tree of colors!! 
The alder provides 
three natural dyes: 
red from the bark, 

green from the 
flowers and brown 
from the branches; 

those elements 
represent fire, water 

and earth 
respectively.  

 

T h e  E u r o p e a n 

hornbeam is a species in 

the family Betulacee, 

native to most of Europe 

at elevations up to 900 

m. Leaves are deciduous 

and have a double-

toothed margin; the 

upper side of the leaves 

is glossy green, while the 

lower one is softer green. 

European hornbeam is 

monoecious, and the 

male  ca t k ins  a r e 

cylindrical, the female 

being shorter. The trunk 

is often crooked, while 

the bark is smooth and 

grayish. The wood is 

used for garden tools, 

handles and wheels. 

European hornbeam ( Carpinus betulus) 

Leaves and fruits of the European 

hornbeam  

alders on the shores 

of Bevera torrent  

Image from“Alberi d’Italia e d’Europa” di B.Ticli 
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“ it should be remembered that almost all matters of popular belief, even those most 

absurd in appearance, rest on real facts, but facts ill observed.  In treating them with 

disdain, the traces of a discovery may often be lost… .”                                                                    
                                                                                                                            Alexander von Humboldt     

(1769-1859 , scientist) 

Byctiscus betulae is a 

weevil found on many 

alders of the Bevera 

valley. The Italian 

common name for this 

specie, Sigaraio, derives 

from the habit of those 

animals to roll up leaves 

until they become cigar-

shaped.    The females of 

byctiscus betulae chose 

the proper leaf, then slice 

it near the petiole in 

order to interrupt the 

flow of sap toward the 

leaf. Therefore, the leaf 

can easily be worked 

with. Despite that, the 

process of rolling is 

tiring and it sometimes 

lasts more than an hour. 

It is carried out using 

claws and mouthparts. 

After the “cigar” is 

completed, the weevil 

lays the eggs in it, so that 

after the hatching the 

larvae will start eating 

the vegetal parts of the 

leaf. After 

near l y  a 

month, a new 

insect will 

come into the 

w o r l d .  

Another odd 

insect that 

can be found 

in the area is 

a  b u g 

belonging to 

the family 

Aphrophodidae, known 

in Italy as “sputacchina” 

(lit: “little spitter”). 

It creates a foam 

between the leaves, in 

order to hide from 

predators and to prevent 

dehydratation. 

indicated by the arrow is a “cigar” by a weevil 

byctiscus betulae.  

Curiouser and curiouser 



How to get here: 

Immagine tratta da Google Maps 

Lake “delle betulle” 

hornbeam wood  

Alder wood  

Image from Google Maps 
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You can arrive in the Bevera Valley through Velmaio, a little suburb of Arcisate. Once 

you have arrived in Velmaio, you have to walk the only path downhill, that leads to the 

valley. After a few turns, you will find on your left the entrance of the path running along 

the Bevera torrent. Following it, after a few meters, on the right side of the torrent you 

will admire the beautiful black alder wood. 

The hornbeam wood is located near the artificial lake named “delle betulle” (indicated in 

the map). 
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THE WONDERS OF VARESE 
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1. Valèta Spring 

2. Mount San Francesco 

 

If you are looking for further information or if you want to contact us you 

can visit our website: 

www.lemeravigliedivarese.wordpress.com 

Here you will find photos, curious facts, tales and much more. 

You may also leave your comments and suggestions. 

hornbeam wood  

Alder wood  

from VELMAIO 

hornbeam wood  

Alder wood  


